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A Sense
of the
HOLY

By WILBER ALEXANDER
Chairman, Applied Theology Department
Andrews University
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T IS important for us to reach out
from that which is so human in
us toward God. We preach many
sermons that are humanly oriented,
and it seems difficult for us to get
great ideas about God. One of the
stories of Scripture that helps us to
sense something of the holy is that of
Moses and the burning bush.
We read in Exodus: "Now Moses
was keeping the flock of his father-inlaw, Jethro, the priest of Midian; and
he led his flock to the west side of the
wilderness, and came to Horeb, the
mountain of God. And the angel of
the Lord appeared to him in a flame
of fire out of the midst of a bush; and
he looked, and lo, the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed. And
Moses said, 'I will turn aside and see
this great sight, why the bush is not
burnt.' When the Lord saw that he
turned aside to see, God called to him

out of the bush, 'Moses, Moses!' And
he said, 'Here am I.' Then he said,
'Do not come near; put off your
shoes from your feet, for the place on
which you are standing is holy
ground.' And he said, 'I am the God
of your father, the God of Abraham,
the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob.' And Moses hid his face, for he
was afraid to look at God" (Ex. 3:16, R.S.V.).
This simple narrative is exhaustless in its significance to Moses. Here
is the God whose throne is in the
heavens and whose footstool is the
earth, yet who speaks from a small
thorny bush near Mount Horeb. An
eighty-year-old man is distracted long
enough from his sheepherding to attempt to satisfy his curiosity, and his
curiosity is arrested.
Any rash approach to God is
checked, and a heart is made to wonder in awe and reverence. The God
who has infinite beyondness and separateness from man somehow announces Himself to be infinitely near
as He says, "I am the God of Isaac
and Jacob, Abraham and Moses."
Moses, with his feet bared and his
face shrouded, stands abashed before
the great God of the universe—the
Holy One.
There are two things here that
seem to enhance our reaching out and
our sense of the holy. One is the attempt to understand as much as we
can of the meaning of the holy, and
the other is the question of how we
can possibly increase our sense of it.
The nature of the holy is difficult
for us. Today we have no burning
bushes; we hear no voices. Yet we
have discovered from revelation and
from experience that there is a reality
to holiness that we cannot personally
deny. We are moved as we read experiences such as Moses had, and we
meditate upon what was going on in

this man's mind—what he was sensing and feeling—as he stood there in
the presence of the holy God.
There is a difference between being
at the foot of Jacob's ladder and
standing outside the fence surrounding Sinai. With Elijah we can hear
the still small voice. We may stand
in the Temple with Isaiah and see
the smoke, hear the music, and feel
the veil drawn aside. There is
God, and Isaiah is humble before
Him. Outside the gate of Damascus
we may sense the light and feel the
presence. Here is an idea of the holy.
Scriptural descriptions give us a
sense of the "goodness" of God. The
Bible speaks of His attributes—transcendence, the ability to stand over
and against all that is created; immanence, the ability to be within His
own creation. God is omnipotent and
immanent, omniscient and omnipresent. We read of His jealous wrath and
then read of His love and tenderness.
As we read there is an uplifting of the
language.
Something is infinitely nearer to us
in holiness as we think about Jesus,
who came to this earth to reveal as
much as man could understand of the
holy. All that men understood before
was what they could sense and discover, but here was One who walked
among them to give them as much of
the holy as they could take.
"That Holy Thing"
According to Scripture, Jesus was
that holy thing that the Gospel writers
spoke of in thinking about the incarnation. Jesus was holy in all that He
taught and in all of His life. Never
man spake like this man, because
there was no man who lived like this
man. The great drops of blood in
Gethsemane, that solemn cry piercing
the cloud that hovered over Calvary,
speak silently and eloquently of the
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holy. And the more we sense of what
the Gospel writers have said about
holiness as it related to Christ and
His revelation, the more we are able
to sense the holy in a personal way.
I am always thrilled to read the
story of Peter, who falls at the knees
of Jesus and says, "Depart from me,
for I am a sinful man" (Luke 5:8).
Peter senses that he is in the presence
of a holy, righteous God, but he also
senses that here is something personal.
It is important to sense that we do
not worship an oblong blur out in
space—a mere phantom, a force, a
shadow, an "it"—but that we worship
Someone with the qualities and
warmth of a person. We do not sit
here to move out from the aloneness
that is our humanity to the aloneness
that is the holy God without any common bond or possibility of fellowship.
The word "holy" is a relational term,
and it deals with a relationship that
can exist between God and man.
Yet, how and for what purpose can
we increase our sense of the holy? As
he stood in Athens the apostle Paul
said, "that they should seek God, in
the hope that they might feel after
him and find him. Yet he is not far
from each one of us" (Acts 17:27,
R.S.V.). The dynamics here are obvious. God seeks to confront us on all
occasions. He seeks a heart that will
respond in the absence of the burning bush and the voice from heaven,
that will respond even in the absence
of our Lord.
It is impossible for us to structure
the worship experience called a sense
of the holy. We can put ourselves in
the stream of it; we can sing the hymns
and be in an attitude of worship, but
we cannot stereotype it from pew
to pew and move from person to person to say, "If you're not sensing and
feeling this, you're not really feeling
the holy." Among various personalities there is a variety of experience.
We cannot analyze or find any minutiae that will explain what is going
on, because this sense of the holy goes
beyond what we can express with language. It does not bypass our feelings,
but it can take place without deep
feeling. It can be about us, eliciting
a feeling. Holiness does not bypass
our minds, for our thoughts must understand as far as possible what we
are worshiping. It takes a certain developed attitude that is constantly
worked at.
Someone attended the evensong of
a place where a bishop was wont to
pray overmuch. He began his prayer
in his great stained-glass-window
voice and said, "0 God!" The words
were heard, "Yes, bishop . . . ?" and
the bishop fainted.
In contrast to this lack of expectancy in worship is the experience of
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a man called Praying Hyde. He was
sought by people all over the world
to answer their questions about how
to pray so that they could reach
through and experience the presence
of God. One man went into the
prayer chamber with this dear saint
of God. They knelt there. Later the
man described it: "Nothing was said.
In a moment or two I felt the tears
running down my cheeks. I felt the
intensity of the situation, and after a
half hour Praying Hyde said, '0
God . . "

it requires a subjective side—a response on our part that says, "I totally surrender all that I understand
of myself to the holiness that I sense
in my God."
I believe that we have taken altogether too narrow a view of the meaning of holiness as it touches our lives.
We think of it as full salvation from
sin so that we have a righteousness
about us. There is more.
It is one thing to be good, but this
is not enough. To recognize that I
have been set apart for a holy purpose
—to become involved in the great
Expectancy the Key
things of God, to stand with God in
The difference was in the expect- witness to His greatness and holiness
ancy. It takes a sensitivity to reach —is something that requires all of my
out for the holy in worship. The energies, all of my time and talent,
more we are absorbed with ourselves, regardless of life itself. To have such
the movement, the people around us a sensitivity removes me from the
—the more thoughts are going in- straight, ethical aspect of being good
ward—the more difficult it is to be and righteous and holy and makes
sensitive to what is occurring in the these deeply spiritual things. I become a dedicated person. My body,
presence of the holy.
We are so afraid of mysticism and my life, all that I am, is set aside for a
fanaticism. Yet we know that God holy use. I am not just a good man in
would not embarrass us. Until and my community; I am a holy man, beunless there is an abandonment in cause I have been set aside and apart
worship—a letting go with all we can for a holy use by my God. Such a
—it is difficult for us to sense anew sense of the holy—such a sense of
commitment, urgency, and claim
and in depth the sense of the holy.
There has to be a constancy. There upon us—can act as a spiritual dehas to be an asking and a going-on- terrent from sin.
The world could not ignore a
asking, for we shall go on receiving
the holy. There has to be a seeking church that so senses the holy that
and a going-on-seeking, for we shall whatever it does is done with a sense
go on finding. There has to be a that God sees it.
knocking and a going-on-knocking, Imponderable and Incomprehensible
for there will be an opening into the
In spite of all that we say about
holy.
The more we understand and sense holiness and the holy that is in God,
the meaning of the holy, the more we there is still more that can be said and
will be able to understand not only more that cannot be said. In spite
the Godward side but also the man- of the sum of our theoretical, theologward side. In 1 Peter we read: "To ical, speculative, experiential, scienan inheritance which is imperishable, tific knowledge, there is that about the
undefiled, and unfading, kept in holy that is imponderable and inheaven for you, who by God's power comprehensible.
You and I need to have a deeper
are guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last sense of this divine, infinite, unreachtime. . . . Therefore gird up your able separateness and beyondness of
minds, be sober, set your hope fully God so that we do not become irrevupon the grace that is coming to you erent, even to the point of how we
at the revelation of Jesus Christ. As lift our hymnals from the rack in the
obedient children, do not be con- presence of Almighty God.
formed to the passions of your former
We need to come near in worship
ignorance, but as he who called you and in personal meditation, but not
is holy, be holy yourselves in all your too near. Near enough to hear and
conduct; since it is written, 'You shall to sense what the holy is, but not
be holy, for I am holy' " (chap. 1:4- near enough to pry. Our conscience,
16, R.S.V.).
not our curiosity, needs to be satisEphesians 1:4 states: "Even as he fied. All our sense of the holy must be
chose us in him before the foundation a sense in a world that is profane.
of the world, that we should be holy But when the appearance of everyand blameless before him" (R.S.V.). thing about us suggests that there is
There's an objective side to this nothing holy in the world or in the
holiness that deals with us as persons. church or in each other, it is still there.
By right of creation, by right of re- For as the poet has said, "Earth's
demption, by right of all that is holy, crammed with heaven, And every
God sets us apart. In an objective common bush afire with God; and
sense we are called unto holiness, but only he who sees takes off his shoes."
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